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      I 
GIOVANNI CAVALCANTI : POVERTY AND POLITICS

      Giovanni di Filippo Cavalcanti (1381-c. 1451) looked at fifteenth-century Florence and disliked what he saw. His Istorie fiorentine
 and Seconda storia
, written from the vantage point of a political outsider, described and analyzed the Florentine scene from 1420 to 1447. His story of the expulsion and return of Cosimo de’ Medici in the Istorie
, the only detailed contemporary account, has been most widely read. Cavalcanti’s insistence that the republican government of Florence was but a facade serving the selfish interests of a few, and his black portrait of Cosimo and his followers in the Seconda storia
 have, until recently, considerably influenced scholars’ views of the period. In his last work, the “Trattato politico-morale,” Cavalcanti presented his ideal citizen and member of the governing class. Giovanni’s disdain for his contemporaries, evident from the first, grew as time passed. He finished by denouncing modern Florentine politicians, with the exception of Neri Capponi and his son Gino di Neri, for whom he wrote his final work.

      Both as a person and as an historian Cavalcanti has presented difficulties to his readers. His identity and authorship remained confused until the early nineteenth century. With the establishment of his authorship by the erudito
 Domenico Moreni1
 and publication of the greater part of the histories in 1838 by Felice Polidori, scholars began to utilize his information and analyses. Unfortunately both Polidori and Guido di Pino, Cavalcanti’s modern editor, did not resolve problems of Giovanni’s sources and accuracy. Thus historians of Florence have passed a variety of judgments on Cavalcanti, ranging from the mildly critical to the extremely unfavorable. They have pointed out numerous specific errors of fact and interpretation. Only one contemporary scholar has essayed a comprehensive interpretation of Cavalcanti ; Claudio Varese has attempted to rehabilitate Cavalcanti’s works and thought, and his effort has serious limitations.1
 No one has investigated Cavalcanti’s life and family background, both heavy determinants of his attitude toward Florence and her recent history. His last work, the “Trattato politico-morale,” has been virtually ignored. There Cavalcanti spoke his own mind more freely than elsewhere, delineating through comparisons of ancients and Florentines the ideal politician. His own life and his views of human nature and society expressed in the “Trattato” explain in large measure the biases if not the errors in the histories.

      The starting point for an interpretation of Giovanni Cavalcanti is not his works but his tax records.2
 Born in 1381 into a declining branch of an old noble family,3
 his life was dominated by two factors : poverty and politics. He spent his life on the periphery of the Florentine political world that fascinated him. Cavalcanti’s financial difficulties must have begun early, for they were already serious in 1427, and can be followed to 1451. As a member of a magnate family he was already, like other grandi
, barred from most communal offices. Unpaid taxes totally disqualified him from governmental participation. I was assigned such unjust prestanze
, he later explained, that “along with other ancient citizens, we were made into new country dolts, and could not live in the city” (Ist. fior.
, Prologo, 3). Cavalcanti’s life was further embittered by imprisonment for his debts in the late 1420’s and 1430’s — imprisonment which moved him to compose his histories. Giovanni’s only claimed participation in politics came as a capitano
 of the Parte Guelfa in 1422, at the time of deliberations on war with Filippo Maria Visconti — small comfort for a would-be Machiavelli !4
 His greatest consolation — and it was an important one — was his distinguished family. Equipped with the snobbish outlook common to the old nobility, Giovanni in his last years turned increasingly to the consolation of his family’s heritage and an evocation of the best of the past.

      The outlook of the old nobility was almost the only part of his aristocratic patrimony left to Giovanni Cavalcanti. His Catasto5
 statement of 1427 revealed him as a small landowner south of Florence, in the popolo
 of Monte Calvi, Val di Pesa, near San Casciano, an early seat of the Cavalcanti. He was already troubled by the debts that would shortly result in his imprisonment. A widower, he supported three sons : Alessandro, 22 ; Bartolomeo, 20 ; and Davit, 12. Of himself, he declared : “I an 46 years old, and I don’t know how to do anything…” His possessions consisted of four farms, one very small, all at Monte Calvi. He owned a small house in San Casciano which rented for 8 lire per year. Giovanni’s own home was located on the top of the Monte Calvi hill. His share of the produce was probably adequate to feed his family at that time ; his portion of the grano
, for example, amounted to 175 staia
 and one moggio
, ample for four persons, if they were able to retain all of it for consumption.1
 But Giovanni’s debts were already impressive : his daughter, Camilla, was married to Luca di Pagolo of Florence, and 400 florins of dowry were due to her, for Cavalcanti stated that she had a claim on his estate for that amount “di più e più anni.” His unpaid communal prestanze
 (forced loans) amounted to more than 120 florins ; he owed “about 70 florins” to the gonfalone Ferza, his governmental district, which had paid some prestanze
 for him. Other private debts totalled 53 florins. After listing his debts, Cavalcanti added the complaint that bad weather had ruined half the grain and wine production of two of his farms. However, none of these debts was sufficient to save him from tax ; his Catasto assessment was 1 florin 8 soldi, a tax that placed him among the poorer, but not destitute, Florentines.2



      By 1430 Cavalcanti’s financial situation had worsened. Now he prepared his tax statement from the Stinche, the Florentine prison ironically named for a Cavalcanti castle. He had spent the past 18 months there and would have to remain further because of his debt to the gonfalone Ferza, now amounting to 80 florins. He had not been able to pay his previous Catasto assessment, and owed the Commune an additional 65 florins in back taxes. Giovanni also claimed a future debt : “I am naked, dying in prison ; freed from prison, I must spend at least 20 florins to dress myself.”3
 Needless to say, this deduction was not allowed ! Cavalcanti’s pathetic recital included a reiteration of his earlier statement that he was without profession, and that he was deprived of his rights in a financial quarrel with the brothers of Francesco d’Agnolo Malatesti over the sale of his right to part of the income from the Palazzo del Mercato Nuovo.4
 His eldest son, Alessandro, had married and fathered a child, but his wife’s dowry was not yet forthcoming.

      Cavalcanti remained in the Stinche throughout the 1430’s. His petition for tax relief, presented to the Signoria in 1439, claimed that he had already spent ten years in prison.1
 It was in these unhappy circumstances that, “to cool and air my passions, to remove myself from them insofar as possible, to forget the perverse and wicked people and their conversations, I decided to write about the divisions of our citizens, and from whence proceeded the fall of Cosimo, and then of his return, and what followed from this ill-done fall,” Giovanni explained in the prologue to his Istorie fiorentine
 (p.3). Thus, his account of Cosimo’s exile and return (1433-1434, books IX-X of the Istorie
), the most complete contemporary description, depended on sources that were available to him in the Stinche.2



      Released from prison, Cavalcanti’s affairs continued to deteriorate as his family increased. In the 1440’s he again sought escape in recent Florentine affairs : “… calling to mind how many false accusations are made against innocent (de) faults, and how much envious men believe them, I resolved to do a new work for the defense of the truth…” And thus he began his so-called Seconda storia
, which dealt with Florence from 1441 to 1447.3
 Its bizarre scandals and rambling discourses must have reflected Cavalcanti’s mental oppression as he saw his family descending into deeper poverty. By 1446 his household had grown to nine persons, with the addition of Alessandro’s five children, aged 6 to 17 (Alessandro was now a widower). “There’s not one of us who does anything,” Giovanni explained, “because we don’t know how. And we are barefoot and naked and we live with great difficulty.” The family’s revenues had decreased since the first Catasto. Two farms had been sold, both to other Cavalcanti, one of them Ruberto, bishop of Volterra. The house in San Casciano now belonged to Bernardo di Matteo Cavalcanti, sold to him by the local gonfalone, probably in lieu of Giovanni’s debts. The only new property was an agricultural holding acquired after a successful lawsuit against the Arte dei Medici e Speziali.
 It yielded 60 staia
 of grano
, although Giovanni described it as being in poor condition. The remaining farms gave an additional 30 to 40 staia
 and two moggia
 of grano
, a smaller yield than 1427. Throughout the 1446 Catasto Cavalcanti complained that his lands were uncultivated and without oxen, and that the Pesa river had flooded one of his fields. His debts, diminished by now, still remained considerable : 60 florins to the Florentine commune, and 100 florins to the church of Santa Maria at Monte Calvi, which he was paying off at 10 florins per year.4



      Cavalcanti submitted his last Catasto on 15 August 1451, and perhaps died shortly after. It is a brief statement, outlining his current litigation and efforts to save the property acquired in the 1430’s.1
 Obviously Giovanni and his family failed to halt their financial decline,2
 undoubtedly through their own ineptitude and also because of the exceptionally heavy tax burden of the first half of the Quattrocento. Taxes in Florence fell most heavily on the working classes, but also on those — at whatever social level — who were without influence. Even though the Catasto provided a more just basis for assessment than earlier taxes, it too was circumvented by the wealthy and powerful in later assessments, while the uninfluential and politically deprived bore the load.3
 Certainly some of Cavalcanti’s complaints can be discounted as exaggeration ; but there is no doubt that the second quarter of the Quattrocento was a generation of oppressive financial obligations. Even equitably distributed taxation would have heavily drained modestly endowed citizens. Given the system and its abuses, powerless men like Cavalcanti could only protest futilely while their patrimony dwindled and debts increased.

      Giovanni Cavalcanti’s life of financial hardship and political deprivation was a sad contrast to what his family had been in earlier times, and to the prestige enjoyed by a few branches of the family in his own day. Giovanni’s loyalty to his family and its traditions was deep and unswerving. His own humble situation in an old, oncepowerful, and still esteemed family affected his view of man and society, inclining him to a snobbish evocation of the virtues of the past and a denigration of the present. In a city where honorable ancestry was increasingly valued, the Cavalcanti lineage was surpassed only by feudal families like the Ricasoli, Buondelmonti, Agli, Scolari, Uberti, and a few others. The Cavalcanti belonged to the oldest commercial circle, along with the Baroncelli and the Buoninsegni.4
 Like other self-made Florentine “nobility,” they began as successful businessmen, rapidly acquired property in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and participated in the early communal government.5
 As the Cavalcanti grew and diversified, many members adopted the life of the lawless nobility ; thus they were classified as magnati
 in the late ’200. After participation in two decades of strife-filled communal politics, the Cavalcanti found their role at center stage curtailed by the second decade of the Trecento. Like other magnate families in a city increasingly dominated by popolani
, they found themselves reduced in size and significance, although by no means eliminated from the Florentine scene. During the rest of the Trecento they participated in politics and society to the extent permitted to the old nobility. In the Quattrocento, the Cavalcanti remained a highly respectable, if politically negligible family, and married into the most powerful houses in Florence.

      The Cavalcanti’s early prosperity derived from business acumen in banking and wool, in spite of Giovanni’s attempt to clothe his ancestors in the armour of medieval German nobility.1
...
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